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Hippopotamus, peacock, Dachshund, giraffe, hummingbird, dolphin, fireflies, and humans like us: Herman, Thelma, Josephine, and Thomas: If you look around at all the creatures of the world, and we humans in all our vibrant variety, don’t you have to conclude that God has a great sense of humor? 
Somebody has said that the church is like a wildlife refuge; we have a lot of wild and wonderful creatures who hang out here. God seems to delight in wild and wonderful creatures. God delights in surprises. 
And God loves to laugh. Yes, there is suffering in the world—scandals, wars and heartache. God suffers with us when we suffer. God weeps with us, but God laughs with us too. The primary quality of God is joy. 
God laughs. It’s in the Good Book---"God who sits in the heavens laughs." (Psalm 2:4)
I find that verse encouraging and comforting. If laughter is good for God, it’s good for you and me. God doesn’t laugh at us. God laughs with us. Laughter is one of God’s gifts. As Mark Twain said, laughter is the hand of God on the shoulder of a troubled world.
You’ve heard me say here before that if you can’t weep in church, what’s a church for? Likewise, if you can’t laugh in church, what’s a church for? A few weeks ago during 11 am worship, the sanctuary sound system was going off and on. And as I stood up here introducing some new members, the microphone went out. Several of you motioned that you couldn’t hear, and I called up to Matt Hanchey seated at the control panel, "Matt, what can we do to make this sound system work?" Quite spontaneously, Matt yelled back, "Put your hands up the air." I tried it, and it didn’t work. But we laughed! 
In my former church there was a 15 foot scheffelera tree in a large bucket over near the front row of the pews. One Sunday as I launched into the sermon, that tree slowly went plop across the front pews. Nobody remembered a word of the sermon that day! People said, "Remember that day when the tree fell in the middle of Mel’s sermon." The sermon got completely upstaged by the tree fall.
The purpose of that moment was laughter. What brings laughter is surprise, the unpredictable. I remember the day when I was up here all wrapped up in telling the storm home story. When the great blizzard came in Minnesota, the school buses couldn’t run, so all the children were assigned storm homes. A young boy trudged through the snow and finally arrived at his assigned storm home. Mrs. Krueger opened the front door and said, "Our storm child is here! Come in. Get those wet clothes off. Have some hot chocolate. And would you like an oatmeal cookie?" At that point a little voice in the back of the church sanctuary said, "Yes-ss." We all laughed. 
We laugh at surprising moments. Laughter is one of God’s gifts, even in church, especially in church. When we come to church, we can be pretty serious, with our proper face on, our persona taped over our face. But when something funny happens, we become transparent. The authentic person emerges. It’s hard to fake real laughter---just as it’s hard to fake real tears. Tears and laughter may come from the same source—the True Self, the self God created us to be.
Sometimes God can present us with some rather outlandish directions for our life. In the story of Sarah and Abraham, we have one of those outlandish moments. Abraham was 100 and Sarah was 90. They were headed for the assisted living unit at the local retirement center when an angel appeared and made a stunning announcement. God has made a promise, and Sarah is going to have a baby boy. Immediately they laughed. One account says that Abraham laughed until he fell on his face, and the other account says that Sarah was the one who fell into uncontrollable laughter. She was hiding behind the door of their tent when the angel spoke, and it was her laughter that got them all going.
Then God stepped up and asked Sarah about her laughter. As Frederick Buechner says, "Sarah was scared stiff and denied the whole thing." She stammered, "I didn’t laugh!" Then God said, "Oh yes, you did laugh." And God was right. At a moment like that, we might think that God would get angry with Sarah, or at least perturbed. The very idea of laughing at this sacred moment, and in front of an angel! It would be like the Virgin Mary laughing when the angel told her she would bear a child. This is preposterous! This is a joke! But instead of scolding Sarah, what does God do? God observed Sarah laughing and then said, "When the baby is born, I want you to name him Isaac, which in Hebrew means laughter."
God not only tolerated their laughter. God blessed it – and even joined in the laughter. Here are God and Sarah laughing together, enjoying a glorious joke in which both of them are involved. (from Frederick Buechner, Telling the Truth: The Gospel as Tragedy, Comedy, and Fairy Tale, pp. 53-56)
And where does their laughter come from? Buechner suggests that it comes from a deep down place, "from as deep a place as tears come from, and in a way it comes from the same place." Laughter comes out of the darkness of our humdrum, drab, pain-filled lives. Laughter comes as a sudden jab of light in the middle of dark. Laughter doesn’t eliminate the darkness, but it seems to make it bearable. In short, laughter is God’s grace, handed to us like a piece of bread or a cup of water when we’re hungry and thirsty. Laughter is the great joke that God will not leave us to face our troubles alone. God sends an angel—or maybe a butterfly, or a baby, to make us grin, to remind us that suffering and death do not have the final word. 
God has a great sense of humor. We see it over and over in the Bible and in our own lives. You may wonder, as I do, why God would ever call half-baked people like you and me to preach the Gospel, to announce the good news. Here we are, filled with ambivalence, sinfulness, and mixed motives. But God keeps saying to us, "I want you." 
Jesus did the same thing when he called his first disciples. I’ve often thought that Jesus could have done a much better job picking his disciples. He got some lulus---social rejects, bumbling guys who seemed to be more worried about who was going to be first in the group.
Why would Jesus choose such a sorry lot? Tax collectors, dullards, misfits! It just may be that God was enjoying the joke, the preposterous notion that the Kingdom of God would be advanced not by a stellar band of high-powered, noble people, but by a ragtag crowd of cantankerous folks who were all having a series of bad hair days.
And these were the disciples Jesus called! These are the ones he summoned to change the world, to lead people to salvation, to announce the Kingdom. It’s outlandish, preposterous. It’s a joke. It’s laughable.
But it’s God’s way. God loves the joke. God sees the surprise, the impossible---light coming out of darkness, goodness coming out of ordinariness, delight coming from least likely people.
Sometimes I wonder if, even through all the pain and suffering, God is not trying to bathe the world in gentle laughter---medicine for the soul, grace for the journey.
In Buddhism there is a story of the Buddha, toward the end of his life, gathering together 80,000 disciples, monks who had been working vigorously on the spiritual journey. When they had all settled down, the Buddha lifted up a lotus flower, the symbol in his teaching of the highest attainment of enlightenment. As all the monks gazed on the lotus flower, they were moved into a state of deep absorption, a level of communion where they forgot themselves completely and entered into unity with all of creation.
The vast mountain valley was filled with an incredible depth of silence. Then, all of a sudden, a monk standing near the Buddha started to laugh: "Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! His laughter echoed off the mountain peaks and left all the other monks in a state of shock. They were stunned! How could anybody laugh at such a sacred time? It would be like laughing in the middle of a quiet prayer. 
But the Buddha was not disturbed. He turned and slowly lowered the lotus flower. Immediately he turned to the laughing monk and imparted to him the Dharma, that is, the fullness of enlightenment.
The Buddha realized that this man had caught the joke. He had attained a state of oneness, genuineness, realness. By his spontaneous laughter, he caught the grace, the amazing gift of communing with ultimate reality, the reality we know as God.
(from Thomas Keating, The Better Part: Stages of Contemplative Living, p. 66)
Maybe that’s why Sarah laughed too. It seemed impossible that she would have a baby at such an advanced age. The news was shocking. It was a crazy light in the middle of the darkness closing around her. 
It was like a miracle. Out of old age comes new beginning. Out of barrenness comes new life. Out of grimness, laughter. Out of the desert, grace. Amazing grace.
It’s enough to make us laugh! And keep on laughing, until we cry -- with joy!
 
So may it be. Amen.
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